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Abstract in English 
 i 
Abstract in English 
The black autobiography plays an influential role in African American literature. 
It is the most quintessential and prominent literary genre to understand ―the deep 
cadences of the Afro-American being‖ (Cudjoe 272), in which the black 
autobiographers denounce the brutality of slavery, describe their unremitting struggles 
against slavery for freedom in the white-dominated society, explore the crippling 
social and psychological effects of the history of slavery on the blacks and continue to 
reveal the racial discrimination that blacks have suffered in the modern era. However, 
before the 20
th
 century, most of black autobiographies were written by black males. In 
the black male autobiographies, the real living conditions of black women were not 
fully expressed. The strength and power of black women were ignored due to the 
male autobiographers‘ patriarchal ideologies until some black women use the weapon 
of writing autobiography to give themselves a new self-definition. In this dissertation, 
I will explore the new breakthrough in African American autobiographical writings 
which is embodied in American black women‘s autobiographies, especially in Zora 
Neale Hurston‘s Dust Tracks on a Road, Maya Angelou‘s I Known Why the Caged 
Bird Sings and Lorene Cary‘s Black Ice.  
 American black autobiography bears some characteristics which are different 
from those of white autobiography. Influenced by its earliest form—the slave 
narratives, American black autobiography follows certain patterns in both themes and 
structures. The most important feature of Amerian black autobiography lies in its 
political consciousness—taking on the responsibility of fighting against the atrocity of 
slavery and devoting to the cause of liberation for the black race. As a result, the voice 
of self in black autobiography is combined with the voice of the collective community.   
However, despite the conventional patterns set by the slave narratives, the black 
autobiographical writing is a dynamic process of revising its traditions, because the 
post-bellum black autobiographies undergo significant revision in the concepts of 
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selfhood, slavery and freedom. Black women‘s autobiographies also contribute to the 
revision of the traditions of American black autobiography.  
Besides, American black women‘s autobiographies, as an integrated part of 
African American literature, have changed the muteness of black women in 
Afro-American literature. In their autobiographical writings, black women subvert 
their stereotyped images in black male autobiographies. The autobiographical writing 
has become a crucial instrument for black women to claim their identity and redefine 
their subjectivity.  
American black women‘s autobiographies not only share some elements of the 
tradition of American black autobiography, but also bear some unique characteristics 
of their own. On the one hand, like American black male autobiographers, American 
black women autobiographers shoulder the responsibility of expressing their political 
consciousness. On the other hand, American black women‘s autobiography is 
different from American black male autobiography. American black male 
autobiographers attribute their success to their individual initiative and capability, 
while black women celebrate the intimate female bonding, the influential role of 
motherhood and sisterhood. American black women autobiographers put emphasis on 
correcting the stereotyped female images embodied in American black male 
autobiography, depicting themselves not as helpless victims, but as human beings 
with a sense of dignity and strong will, with awareness of independence and spirit of 
optimism, and with a sense of responsibility to pass on their black culture. Meanwhile, 
American black women‘s autobiographies also revise the tradition of women‘s 
autobiography and describe much more complicated experiences of American black 
women.   
Hurston, Angelou and Cary are such American black autobiographers who, by 
describing their quest for self-definition, personal autonomy and the struggle for their 
liberation and triumphs, have presented a powerful and profound aspect of African 
American life. These three books are representative American black women 
autobiographies of different ages: Hurston‘s Dust Tracks on a Road is representative 
of African American women‘s autobiographies in the 1940s; Maya Angelou‘s I Know 
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Why the Caged Bird Sings in the late sixties and thereafter; Lorene Cary‘s Black Ice 
can be regarded as the representative black female autobiography in the 1990s and 
thereafter, in which the black women writers continue to use the autobiography genre 
to document black women‘s lives in modern times and attempt to fulfill the dreams of 
their elder generations. These three autobiographies differ from each other in their 
thematic concerns and narrative strategies, but they are related to each other in some 
way, sharing some differences as well as similarities. 
Hurston‘s Dust Tracks on a Road has received harsh and unsympathetic criticism 
since it was published, because it has subverted the tradition of American black 
autobiography in both content and form. In fact, as a devoted anthropologist and a 
passionate folklorist, Hurston cherishes an affectionate love for the richness of the 
culture of her race. More importantly, Hurston understands well the African trope of 
signifyin(g). The autobiographical text can be viewed as a play on her readers, 
especially on her white readers. It is a result of mediating a dual readership—both the 
white bourgeois readership and a readership from the Afro-American intelligentsia.  
In my opinion, the trope of signifyin(g) is the most important narrative strategy in this 
autobiography, which is also the key to the understanding of the real meaning 
underneath the veil.  
Then, what is Hurston signifyin(g) by writing this autobiography? What Hurston 
really intends to do is to represent the richness, the diversity and the vitality of  black 
folk culture to the readers in spite of the risk of being attacked for her egoism. 
Influenced by her mentor, the celebrated anthropologist Franz Boas, Hurston develops 
her view of cultural fluidity and hybridity, firmly believing that no culture is inferior 
to any other cultures. While collecting black folklores, Hurston is amazed to find that 
black culture is a thriving culture and is fascinated by its remarkable enchantment. 
 Although Hurston was not contemporary with Frantz Fanon, some of her cultural 
ideas were echoed by Fanon in his prominent work Black Skin, White Mask. In this 
respect, Hurston and Fanon express similar ideas in terms of the concept of race and 
have similar attitudes towards the black history of slavery. In Dust Tracks on a Road, 
on the surface, Hurston expresses her raceless ideas and shows her skepticism about 
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some beliefs of black culture. In fact, Hurston just adopts the strategy of signifyin(g) 
to resist Western cultural hegemony and white cultural imperialism. By using the 
strategy of signifyin(g) and other techniques of oral tradition, Hurston turns her 
autobiography into a speakerly text, describing her hometown Eatonville as the 
representative town of black culture, the source of her spirit. Hurston observes that 
hybridity is an important feature of African American culture.   
Among the six serial autobiographies by Angelou, her first autobigraphy I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings is considered as a paradigm of black autobiographies in 
that it follows the traditions of both black male and black female autobiographies, and  
the prototypal thematic and structural patterns set by the salve narrative, but 
meanwhile, Angelou‘s autobiographies have transcended the tradition of black 
autobiography in some sense. 
In I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, just like other American black 
autobiographies, Angelou expressed clearly her political consciousness, combining 
her personal experiences as a Southern Black girl growing up in the 1930s with the 
racial subordination and impotence of black communities. Angelou explores the 
traditional themes in American black autobiography: Struggling for freedom from the 
social, economic and other forms of enslavement. I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 
narrates how the black girl Maya who lost her freedom like a caged bird struggled 
hard for survival and celebrated her triumphs in seeking for freedom. This is a record 
of a journey from enslavement to freedom and a song of transcendence. In the 
autobiography, Angelou reveals the impotence of the black community. But 
meanwhile, she also realizes the strength of the community which derives from the 
rich black cultures, from the religious activities, from what Joanna Braxton terms as 
the strong ―outraged mothers‖ like Mrs. Henderson, Mrs. Flowers and Angelou‘s 
mother, etc. Those elements are all crucial in turning young Maya, a black girl 
experiencing displacement, isolation and the trauma caused by rape, into an 
independent girl full of optimism, courage and hope.  
On the other hand, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings surpasses the tradition of 
American black autobiography in that Angelou tries to write her autobiography as 
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literature. Angelou‘s cross-genre serial autobiographies are innovations in American 
black autobiographical writing. In her serial autobiographies, there is the mixture of 
different genres including proses, travelling narratives and novels, the merging of 
realism and modernism, the blending of fact and fiction, etc. Besides, Angelou 
employs some fiction narrative skills such as careful development of themes, 
deliberate selection of setting and plot, etc. Other narrative techniques such as 
imagination, irony, humor and self-parody are also employed to make the narration 
more dramatic and to help Angelou achieve an unexpected effect. In addition, 
Angelou‘s autobiography has achieved universal meaning because what is narrated is 
not only a story of a black girl, because the autobiography is not only a black 
autobiography or a woman‘s autobiography, it is about the experience of mankind, a 
human being. Just as Angelou puts it herself, when she speaks to the black experience, 
she is always talking about the human condition, about how human beings can endure, 
dream, fail and still survive. 
Lorene Cary’s Black Ice furthers Hurston‘s exploration of the concept of cultural 
hybridity and the possibility of crossing the racial divide. In Black Ice, Lorene Cary 
dwells on the psychological effect of the history of blacks on her,  one of the first 
black students in the elite school of St. Paul‘s. In effect, the autobiography can be 
considered as an exploration of how the burden of the history of slavery has caused an 
everlasting psychological trauma in the minds of blacks in modern times. Fortunately, 
fifteen years later when Cary comes back to the school to work as a Trustee, she 
seems to have found out the way to strike the balance between black culture and white 
culture. Homi Bhabha‘s theories of cultural hybridity and liminal negotiation can help 
us explain her exploring the possibility of crossing the racial dividing line.  
By clinging to black culture and drawing strength from the black tradition, 
especially black oral tradition, Cary finds her identity by exploring the liminal space 
and taking advantage of her marginal position as a black. She plays the role of both a 
black teacher and a crossover artist. Black culture and white culture interact and 
enrich each other, with black culture becoming an indispensable part of American 
culture. Similarly, blacks will not be considered as marginal others, but as citizens of 
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America instead.  
In these three autobiographies, the autobiographers employ different narrative 
strategies. Main American literary thoughts have exerted an influence on Angelou and 
Hurston in their autobiographical writings. There is a touch of realism in Angelou‘s I 
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings and modernism in Hurston‘s Dust Tracks on a Road. 
In addition, Hurston uses other narrative strategies such as unreliability, dual 
readership and the Afro-American trope of signifyin(g) in Dust Tracks on a Road. As 
for I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, the problem of narrative perspective is also 
worth examining. Meanwhile, I elucidate the quest for oral tradition in the three 
autobiographies: the blues aesthetics in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, the 
spearkerly text in Dust Tracks on a Road, and the function of storytelling in Black Ice.  
In short, the three autobiographies have made new breakthroughs for the 
American black autobiographies. American black women have created their unique 
traditions of black women‘s autobiography by both inheriting and revising the 
tradition of American black autobiography and have enlarged the scope of black 
autobiography as a genre. The autobiographical writing serves as a vehicle for black 
women‘s free storytelling.  
 
Key Words: slave narrative, black women‘s autobiography, tradition, black culture,  
revision. 
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中 文 摘 要 
作为了解美国黑人生存状态最重要的文类，美国黑人自传在美国黑人文学史
里占据着举足轻重的位置。美国黑人作家在自传里猛烈抨击了奴隶制的残暴，讲
述了他们为了摆脱奴役，争取自由而进行的坚持不懈的斗争，同时也探索了奴隶
制对于美国黑人造成的恶劣的社会和心理影响，揭示了现代社会里美国黑人仍然
遭受种族歧视的现实。但是在二十世纪之前，大部分黑人传记都是男性作家的作
品。由于受到男权思想的影响，黑人女性对黑人男性作家来说只是可有可无的存
在。所以黑人男性的传记并没有充分描述美国黑人女性真实的生存状态，更不用
说展示黑人女性的力量了。直到黑人女性开始进行自传写作，利用这个武器重新
进行自我定义，这种状况才开始改变。这篇论文主要通过分析左拉· 尼尔· 赫
斯顿、玛雅·安吉洛以及罗琳·凯莉的自传，探索黑人女性自传对美国黑人传记
书写的新突破。  
美国黑人自传拥有不同于白人自传的特点。 奴隶叙事是美国黑人自传最早
的形式，它为黑人自传的主题和形式设定了基本的模式。美国黑人自传最基本的
特征是它所体现出来的政治意识：它肩负阶级的重任，反对奴隶制、争取黑人整
个民族的解放是它的神圣使命。因此，在黑人自传里，自我只是整个黑人社区的
组成部分，自我的声音和集体的声音往往融为一体。不过，虽然奴隶叙事为黑人
传记设定了基本的模式，美国黑人自传写作是一个不断修正传统的动态的过程，
这是因为美国黑人在不同的历史阶段对于黑人自传中最基本的因素如自我、奴隶
制以及自由等概念有了新的阐释。同时，美国黑人女性也拿起自传写作这个武器
书写自我，修正黑人女性在男性作家笔下的固定形象。这些现象都体现了对黑人
自传传统的修正和重新书写。  
此外，黑人女性自传是黑人自传不可分割的一部分，也是黑人女性文学的重
要组成部分。它宣称了黑人女性文学在美国文学、尤其是美国黑人文学中的地位，
改变了她们在文学领域的失语状态。黑人女性自传书写颠覆了黑人男性自传中被
扭曲的黑人女性形象，是重新定义、重新命名黑人女性自我身份和主体性的重要
途径。  
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黑人女性自传不仅继承黑人男性自传传统的一些因素，还创建了属于黑人女
性自传独特的传统。一方面，黑人女性自传和男性自传一样，体现了黑人的政治
意识；另一方面，黑人女性自传与黑人男性自传又有所不同: 黑人男性作家在自
传写作时把他们的成就归功于他们个人的能力和积极性；黑人女性作家则大力渲
染女性之间非常牢固的纽带关系，颂扬女性母爱的伟大以及黑人女性之间无私的
姐妹情谊。在黑人女性自传里，黑人女性不再是男性笔下柔弱无助的牺牲品；相
反，黑人女性坚强、独立、乐观，是拥有尊严的人。她们是黑人社区的中流砥柱，
不仅担负着养儿育女、教育后代的责任，还担负着传承黑人文化的使命。因为她
们的存在，黑人的生活才拥有温暖和活力，黑人的口头文化传统才得以传承。同
时，黑人女性自传也不同于白人女性自传，它对女性自传这个文类进行了一定的
修正和补充，揭示了黑人女性的复杂命运。   
赫斯顿、安吉洛和凯莉属于这一类的黑人女性自传作家。她们通过自传写作
这个途径进行自我定义，自我命名，表达了对自由孜孜不倦的追求，以此丰富了
对美国黑人生活经历的描述。这三部自传是三个不同历史时期黑人女性自传的代
表作：赫斯顿的《路上的尘迹》是 20世纪 40 年代黑人女性自传的代表；安吉洛
的《我知道笼中鸟为何歌唱》代表了 60 年代末以后的黑人女性自传；罗琳·凯
莉的自传则是 90年代后黑人女性自传的代表。90年代后，黑人女性仍然通过自
传写作执着探索在现代社会里身为黑人女性的身份和意义，探索她们的前辈在自
传中没有涉猎或者探索不够深入、还有待解决的各种问题。这三位作家的自传关
注的焦点互不相同，但是从传承黑人女性自传传统的角度来看，她们是彼此相连、
一脉相承的。 
赫斯顿的自传《路上的尘迹》出版后，由于该作品从主题和形式上都颠覆了
以往黑人自传的固有传统，负面的评论铺天盖地接踵而来。事实上，作为一位投
入的人类学家和充满激情的黑人民俗学家，赫斯顿热爱自己民族的文化。更重要
的是，赫斯顿深谙黑人口头传统中最富有特色、最重要的修辞策略——意指。赫
斯顿的自传面对的是双重读者，即处于中产阶层的白人读者和黑人读者。面临这
双重读者，她采用意指叙事策略试图对双重读者进行协调，和读者玩捉迷藏的游
戏。我认为，意指策略是打开这部自传的钥匙。  
赫斯顿真正的意图是：向读者展示黑人文化的丰富性、多样性和生机勃勃的
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活力。 赫斯顿深受其导师、著名人类学家弗朗兹·博厄斯的影响，树立了独特
超前的文化观：认为文化具有流动性和混杂性，坚信文化没有高低贵贱之分。在
收集黑人民俗文化的过程中，赫斯顿非常惊喜地发现，黑人文化并非是正在走向
衰亡的文化；相反，黑人文化欣欣向荣，充满活力。对黑人文化了解得越多，研
究得越多，她就越是为黑人文化的独特魅力所倾倒。  
虽然赫斯顿和弗朗兹·法农不是属于同时代的人，但是赫斯顿的文化观却在
法侬的著作《黑皮肤，白面具》里得到了共鸣。在如何对待种族的问题上以及如
何对待黑人受奴役的历史方面，二者表达了相似的态度。赫斯顿的自传表面上表
达了无种族界限的思想，对于黑人的一些有关种族的观念进行质疑和解构。事实
上，赫斯顿只是通过意指策略来对抗白人的文化霸权主义和文化帝国主义。通过
意指策略以及其他口语传统叙事策略的使用，赫斯顿把她的自传文本变成了“言
说者文本，” 把她的家乡作为黑人文化的典型代表来描述。 赫斯顿发现，文化
的杂糅性是美国黑人文化的一大特征。  
在安吉洛的系列自传中，她的第一部自传《我知道笼中鸟为何歌唱》被认为
是黑人自传的典范：它一方面传承了奴隶叙事设定的黑人自传的模式，兼备黑人
男性和女性自传的传统；另一方面，安吉洛的自传在一定程度上也超越了黑人自
传的传统。  
和其他典型的黑人自传一样，《我知道笼中鸟为何歌唱》也表达了黑人的政
治意识，描述了 20世纪 30年代美国南方黑人女孩玛雅·安吉洛的成长经历，揭
示了黑人在种族隔离制度下遭受到的各种歧视和无能为力，探索如何挣脱强加在
黑人身上的社会、经济以及其他各方面的枷锁，从而获得最终的自由。这本自传
表现了黑人女孩小玛雅在当时的社会环境下犹如笼中之鸟一样失去自由的权利，
但是作者强调的重点是小玛雅如何为了生存而抗争，最终如何成功地摆脱了社会
和心理的双重枷锁而成长为独立、自信的女性。这本自传是一段从牢笼走向自由
的旅程，是一首追寻自由的颂歌。在自传里，安吉洛描述了黑人在种族隔离的制
度下受尽歧视和磨难。面对这样的状况，玛雅从黑人丰富的社区文化中汲取了精
神上的力量。在黑人社区里，女性是整个社区的灵魂人物，是整个社区赖以生存
的精神力量，比如安吉洛的祖母亨德逊太太、母亲薇薇安以及福莱沃斯夫人等。
正是在这些女性长辈的关怀下，饱受创伤的小玛雅成长为一位坚强、独立的女性。  
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